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A note on the cover picture

In thisC14th Byzantine icon the artist has depicted Christ
with uneven eyesThe right eye (left for the viewer) is
divine: impassive, unchanging, looking into the middle
distance. The left eye is human: tiredpqrupied and
conscious of its mortality.

This was the artist's way of representing the dual nature of
Christ, who was, as the doctrine hashio)ly God and at

the same time wholly humatt. reflected the resolution of
centuries of dispute in the lgaChurch about whether
Christ had one nature or two.

Nowadays we would tend not to talk about Christ having
two 'natures', as though he were a physical specimen, but of
two ways of conceptualising Christ, (a) as the historical
Jesus and (b) as the Seddamon of the Trinity.

In every generation, theologians have to work with the
linguistic tools at their disposdbut that represents a
fundamental shift in the way of expressing the issue, and
there are other similar shifts we may have to make to re
express Christian doctrine in contemporary tedinsay

be legitimate, even necessary, to make such moves, but what
areits implications?

The challenge is to switch from the use of 'realistic' language
when talking about God to a discourse which recognises
that language, or the way we conceptualise, is of the
essenceBut can we move to a linguistic theology without
throwing out the baby with the bathwater?
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Preface

0To be i mperfect as knowl e
(Aquinas)

This is a short cose of study for people who are interested
in Christianity, either as newcomers puzzled by religion or
as aisting believersFor the latter the aim would be a sort

of spring cleaningf their faith clearing away some of the
cobwebs and throwing out theckebrac. It is meant to be
delivered in ten sessions under a tutor, with a very small
amount of required reading (all from the Bible) and some
guestions for discussion at the end of each session.

The course is called ©owitihhe Omeg
the famous and highly successful Alpha Course. The
Omega Course has a different, more radical take on
theology. It is, in the words 8tar Treka Biblebased
course, bt not as you know it. oBiestudentanayfind it
uncomfortable at timebutthe aim is to present a view of
Christianity which honestigflects current perspectives on
the Bibleand on the philosophy of religioRor those who
cannot resist turning the last page ofrivelfirst, there is

a summary of the mairoipts at the tart of the final
session

Many readers will feel that the treatment is superéioil
they will be right. It is no more than an introductibime
aim B to start people off on a broaasisof understanding
If we can put the bare bones he tright places then
hopefully the flesh wiirow upon them.

Kit Chivers Donaghadee, 2008
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Preface to the Second Edition

This revi®on contins a fewadditionsdesigneda give a
more rounded anduanced appreciatiof Christianity A

few wordshave been changéa minimise the danger of
inadvertenthygiving offencea any readerand some new
comparativeeferences to Islam have been includéd
ever, here are bound toeberrors in what | have written
and | wold always be grateful to receive corrections or
suggestions for clarification.

Kit Chivers Donaghadee, 2017

Kursk root icon of the Mother of God
of the sign (Russian, C13th)
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1.What sort of thing is God?

Required reading: The parables of the Kingdom

Matthew 13: 30

Matthew 18:41
Matthew 20:16

Matthew 22:1%
Matthew 25:3D

The wheat and the tares, the
mustard seed, the leaven, the
hidden treasure, the pearl of
great price, the net of fish
Who is the greatest?

The labourers in the
vineyard

The wedding feast

The wise and foolish virgins,
and the talents

Many people nowadays haddficulty in taking
religion seriosly. They think of it as childish
superstition and regard people who believe in God as
foolish. They put God in the sacaegory as ghosts
and Santa Claus, which people should not believe in

once they are grown up.

The Church is not going to speak to these people
unless it can shake of§ traditional ways of expressing
itself and find a language which is attuned to the
modern, rational and egtical ear. Otherwise we
should not be surprised if our congregations comprise
only children and the elderly.

Our concept of God has moved over the centuries.
Earlier generatiorisoughtof God superstitiously, as a
lucky charm that could get themt af difficult
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situations. When things went wrong for them, they
thought they must have displeased God and needed to
do something to get back in his favouimre
peoples savepirits and demonsverywhere. They
thoughtthe godsmust be angry whentitundered or
when there wsaa drought and the cropsddil

Back in theearly days dhe Biblethe ancient Hebrews

used to see God like this. And when we start to teach
children about God wa a wayparallel thdistorical
development opeopl& understanding of God. We

often starwith what are essentially nurstoyiesthe

ancient myths likddam and Eve anMloa hd.s Ar k
We teach about God as though he were a person
subject to human emotions who gives benefits when

he is pleased and punishewlusn he is cross.

But evenin Old Testamentimes as early as 700 BC,
prophets were beginning to realise that superstition
was an inadequate way of looking at G8dd was
bigger than that. Heas not interested neligion if

all that meant wastuak and sacrifices He was
interested in whether peogiehaved ethicalky the

key Hebrew term istedagalo r 0ri ghteousn
whether they were kirahd acted justly towards one
anothey and whether they had a realistic sense of their
own shortcomings He was a God afighteousnesés

in the sense of beiagust not an arbitrarysod.

Jesugarried thethinking about God to a new level.
We shall look more clogel | at e mindaset(sal] e s us 0
far as we can understand Tthe point to note here is
thatJesuss | ways tal ked @areg®dt o0t he
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of Godin metaphorical languagd says in Matthew,
O60He t auwghntg nohat waosasweot i n p:
wouldsay nowadays, metaphors.

He said the Kingdom of ¢aven was like yeast, or a
small sed, or someone who sold evenghito
purchase one thing of greaiue, and so offhis is
highly figurative language, and as with so much in
Hebrew and Aramaic, we literading ofit at our peril.

We areoften tooliteratminded nowadays

The idea D God transcends any literal description.
The greatthinkers have always searchaaund for
waysto captureaspects oft, like the 99 namseof
Allah revered by the Moslem

St John uses an extravagant range of metaphors. In his

gospel Jesus is idéeiwi t h 6 t, oreas W¢o r d &

might say, thetelligence behind the univergde is
described as the o0light of th
60t he way, t h e Ldter,untohe ohisd t he |
letterswe read t hat sé&@eovbnalys | oved
images: thre is no attempt to reduce Godhe status

of a substantivieeing

God is not adhingdthat we can describe or classify
alongside other entitie§s No man dema@caever s
see Godo, .Headges noffexishio thdrsame

way that tables and chairs exist. But that does not

mean that he does not exititere are lots of ways of

existing other than existing physicaldnd that is

what we now need to explore.
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For instance, numbers exist eternally and immutably,
regardless ofvhat you call them or how you write
them. Language exists, as distinct from people who
speak the language or books written in the language.
Measles exists, as distinct from the virus that causes the
disease or the symptoms which enable us to identify it.
Physical forces exidif not quite like Newton
imagined) as distinct from the particles that transmit
them. Market forces exisbo they cause prices to
rise and fall and factories to close, but nobody can ever
see a Omar ket forcebo.

God exists vgrreally and very powerfully, without
being part of any physical reality. In theological terms,
He could not have a physical existdnot even a
ghostly onepecausef He did He would be part of

His own ceation. If there were a spirit world, or a
parallel universe of some kind, He could still not be
part of it. Metaphysic# that sensdoes not help to
solve the problemHe has to be something completely
different, in a category of His own.

Lots of people over the ages have produced arguments
for the existence of God. They are all worthless. We
shall look in the next session at the argument from

design: the argument that because the world is a
beautifully, intricately made thing it must have an

intelligent creator. Sadly, itnist valid; ad all the

other arguments are based on logical fallacies of one
sort or another.

Most of them come out of Greek philosophy, where
Plato famously had the idea that every quality

9
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represerd a reflection of an ide&lality. So a dog

was a dog becausedrtook of the nature of true or
perfect dogginess, and a just action was just because it
partook of (or was a rough reflection of) perfect
justice. It is easy to see that that line of thinking
quickly leads you to conclude that there must be
something Wich is perfect goodness, which must be
God.

Moreover, if something is going to be perfect, it must
be eternal and unchanging. It must be more real than
anything else, in fact the source of all reality. Because
God is the most real thing, then by daefiniHe must

exist (itds called the ontolo
ended up concluding that God
the greatest thing i maginabl e

of thinking, where you think what God must be like in
order to qualify as gy God, is called natural
theology.

Natural theologycannot help with the problem of

existence. The fallacy depends on a misunderstanding

of the way language works. Existence is amot,

Bertrand Russell pointed out, something that you can
sayabousonething, because if you are going to say it
abousomething, that already presumes that the thing
exists, so -gla¥emenki stsd is a no

In any case philosophers tend not to believe in any sort

of absolute reality nowadays. They tend to think that

people create their own reality through the language
they use to conceptualise thi
the medium o€reation in John 1.

10
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A modern version of the ontological argument would

be to say that something exists if a meaningful
sentence can beonstructed using the word for it

(since if it did not exist, the sentence would be
meaningless); and since Christians clearly say
meani ngf ul things to each ot
in that sense at least God must exist. But you would

be right in thiking that would be a slightly odd proof

d though it may be the best we can do

In any case, Jesus never went in for natural theology.
As we shall see, he wagprisigly untouched by
Greek thought, at a time when it was almost universal
among educatecegpple. Like us, b had two sources

for his understanding of God: the testimony of
scripture and his own personal experience.

Unfortunately, neither of those proves the existence of

God either. The people who wrote scripture could

have been wronghinkng that they detected the hand

of God in human affaishen actually there were none

but natur al causes at wor k
experiences of God, while they may be convincing
enough for the individgl, are not sufficiento

convince others who hawet had similar experiences.

People are subject to all sorts of experiences as a result
of the complexities of their psychology. They
sometimeshave overwhelming feelings of guilt, or
sense the presence of those they have loved and lost,
even to the egnt of hearing voices and seeing visions.
All these things happen and the way they are
experienced can be configured by the religious

11
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language and concepts with which we are familiar.
They do not prove the existence of anything.

And, in any casethe sot of existence which they

might prove is, as we started off by saying, probably

the wrong sort of existence. We are not looking for an
effective cause, because that would have to be part of

the physical world. God is something completely
@the smerédott hat we can only
metaphors and stories and even th &out Him

60exi st i topgednisiealing. Bu ds we shall see,

that is not a reason for not believing in Him.

Quite the contrary.

Questions for discussion (Sessjon 1

How much superstition do you think there still is in
our religion?

What things can you think of that exist ineotthan
physical ways? (N.Bwogts do not count.)

Would it be a good thing or a bad thing if we cpuld
provthe existence of God?

12
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2.What is Christianity made of?
Required reading: Three different sorts of Christianity

Matthew 13
Romans 3
John 10

It may be difficult for mangraditional Christians to
stomach but Christianity as we know it did not spring
fully formed fom thelips of Jesus. It startedh the
teachings of Jesus, butswihen constructed from
series of successive iptetations of Jesus which built
on one another Because tise interpetationsdid not
replace their predecessors, and yetetifiierm them

they neeed to be reconciledand that process of
reconciliation is what a great deal of Christian theology
is about.

The origins of Christianity remain tantaligingkcure.

The historical Jesugas a Jewish apocalyptic prophet
and healer, born in aqr district of northern Israel
around 4 BCwho preached thatéhend of the age

was imminent 0 The ki ngdom f God
and thapeople needed tepent of their singet their
priorities right, understand what is really important in

life and vin a t I snodot, andtorGed at e
and to other peopldHe was executdry the Roman
procurator of Palestine in about 30 AD.

Following his deatht seems thathe first @hurctd

broughttogether his disciples under the leadership of
Peter and #n of James, the brother of Jesus, who had

13
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not been one of his origlrdisciples. The members of

that group believed that Jesus was the Messiah, or
6anointed of Godd; that had b
dead; and that he would come again at the ehd of t

age (which was not far offjut it would never have

occurred to them to regard him as divilbey were

Jews, after all, atde idea would have flown in the

face of the First Commandment.

Their church, with its compar
(or6l ow Christologyd), carried
Jerusalem had been sacked in 70 Ad,itanspirit

persisted in a stylaf Chridianity which lasted for

several centuries in Syria and Armenia. Thprhitst

gospeld but none of the gospelas we have ém

todayd was pobably written from thagerspective.

The next constituenwasthe letters of St Paul. Paul

never met Jesus in the flesh and shows little evidence

of knowing much about his teachénige didnot have

the benefit of reading any of thesgels, which had

not yet been written. @4 independentlybecame

convinced (following hsr over bi al 6road to
experienced) t hat Jesus was |
the Old Testament and that he had been raised from

the dead. But he went further blyaducing thedea

t hat deaths anstlle cross was a redemptive

sacrifice with the purpose of reconciling man to God.

Paul was not so much interested in Jesus the man as in
hiseternalsi gni fi cance as a sign o
forgivenessFor him,Jesus was not jushaphemeral

manbut the personification of something that existed

14
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outside of time. Pauleveloped the idea that we
cannot earn our own salvation by good works but are
entirely dependent on grace, which is the free gift of
God. By faith w become assimilated into the body of
Christ, so that we are saved by association with him.

Whereas the focus of the Jerusalem church had been
(practically exclusively, despite the attempts of later
Gospel writers to suggest otherwise) a mission to the
Javish people of Palestine, Paul, who fell out with the
Jerusalem church, was forced to evangelise outside
Palestine, where he started with the Jewish
communities of the diaspora but then progressively
expanded his appeal to the {Jewish population in
thos places.

That led him to revise the theoretical basis of
Christianity, making it a universal religion, casting off
Jewish religiousgmtices andbservance of the Jewish
Law and putting it in a position where, when Judaism
was wiped out in Palestinelldwing the sack of
Jerusalem in 70 AD, it could become a wholly Gentile
religion, in opposition to Judaism.

Then cameohn, or not so much John in person, but

the school of John at Ephesus, whénglding on

Paul 6s thepy deweloped ghe idea dfe sus 6 s
actual divinity, so that he was for the first time
identified as God incarnate. Paul, as a Jew, had always
stopped short foidentifying Jesus with God.eH
finessed the i1issue by referrt
could be a title for God but wastmecessarily so.

15
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Written towards the end of the Firstn@ey, the
Fourth Gospel was no longestrained by the Jewish
reluctance to ahtify Jesus withdal. In factit came
close to losing touch with the essential humanity of the
man Jesus, thoughust manageid stay the right side

of that | ine. Paul fhbad used
the attitude we should have toward @atis a good

Old Testament concept, dengt trust and
faithfulness. However,etause the same word in
Greek can alsmean belief in the sensednélieving

that X is ¥y John was able to elevate the status of
belief- namely belief in the divinity of Chrisb being

the main, if not the sole, criterion for being saved.

Hence the importance of the creeds that weafedr

in the following centuries: if you believed a prescribed
set of statements about Christ, you could be saved,; if
not, you were out of the churchhe Christian church

is still constrainelly that emphasis on believing a large
number of propositionesome of them a bit flaky, if

we are honest) to be true.

By the end of the First Century, the church had all
these different views to juggle, and over the next
couple of cetries itcreated a theological framewerk
the doctrine of the Tmity, and its @®ciated creeds
within which they could more or less be reconciled.

The four gospels that were accepted as canonical all
managed to be fitted within that framework, though it
wassometimesa bit of a squeeze, and not without
controversy.They were atdd in a fairly imcrustean
fashion and adapted to form,

16
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letters and one or two other bits and pieces, a set of
scriptures whichwould serve the purposes of the
Church as a permanent, popular institution; which they
did astonishgly well for almost 1800 yedrsfore

they started to be questioned

GreceRoman mythology had a tradition of blurring
the lines between the human and the divine. Children
of a god and an earthly mother might be -deais,

like Hercules or Perseus, witagical poers. So the
gospels, as they migrated from the Jewish to the
GrecoRoman world increased the emphasis on the
magical powers of Jesus and two of them added birth
narratives (unfortunately, inconsistent ones) to make
clear his divine origin. @&lhgospels were also ever
written by bishops keen to make out that Jesus had
alwayslanned to set up a worldwide churahd to

vest authority over it themselves.

The New Testament is fairly restrained in its references
to heaven and héllthey are tare, but only sketchidy

and it was not until the Middle Ages that scholars,
emulating the detail developed in Islamic scripture,
majored on the afterlife. The earlier thinking had been
more around believers being spared when the
imminent Day of Judgmemtrived and unlievers
being destroyed. Thatwadr at it meant t o
The Middle Ages saw the practical advantage of
stressing the joys of heaven and the pains of hell and
making it clear that giving money to the church was a
worthwhile insurase policy.

17
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Sq when we talk about Christianityithout in any

way detracting from the brilliance and revolutionary
value of Jesusd teaching, w e
the end produatas constructed by reconciling a range

of different perspectives aeglolving a religion that

would workd that would be viable and popular, and

would sustain an institutional church.

We should bear in mind too that there were countless

alternative perspectives that were discarded in this
process, some of them not withaonerit, in principle,

but branded as heresies as a result of the playing out of
essentially political conflicts between rival bishops.

In the Middle Ages the soal | e d 6School mer
academic monks, sought to reconcile Christianity with

the philosoph® of Plato and, more particularly,

Aristotle, and we saw the development of Natural

Theology, and the idea of being able to prove the

existence of God, to which we referred in the first

session.

Christianity and Islam

At the same time, just when the Wess learning so
much from the Islamic civilization of Spain, the
Church, for entirely cynical, political motives,
instigated the crusades to recover the Holy Land from
Moslem rule The crusades are not, however, the
reason there is enmity towatthristanity in many
parts of the Moslem world today. That owesnmr

the history of colonialism and thaterventions the

18
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West has made more recently to protect its economic
interests in the Middle East.

Theology is a part of the problem, but only a small
pat. For many centuries Islam was a tolerant religion:
Jews lived happily in Moslem Spain at a time when
they were persecuted to death in much of Europe.
Islam basically has the same problem with Christianity
that Judaism has, namely that it appears tierio
offend against the First Commandment, that there is
only one God.

Moslems believe that Christians worship three Gods,
and the Qurdan contheymres us
appalled at the idea that God should be thought to
have a son. They camracceptthe concept of the
Trinity: that there is just one God in three persons.
One carunderstandheir difficulty!

But there isnore to Christianity than a creadd even
than an ethic Because, in the West, Christianity has
been the dominant rabg for nearly two millennia,
Western cultures inescapably ChristiarheThy ur ¢ h 6 s
influence on art, musiarchitectureand much of our
literaturehas been profound, arigiat art, musicetc.
have in turn become part of our concept of
Christianity. Thahas led the West at times to equate
Christianity with civilization itself, as though to be
nonChristian was to beancivilized. That is a
dangerous mistake to make, as we are learning.

19
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Conclusion

In short, Quristianity is not just a faitit:is whatwe
mi ght cal |l a ©Ocul tur al
beliefs, ethical values, church attendartoe) and

bundl

sacraments (weddings, funerals, christenings and

coronations)church music and much maderather

I i ke Ol r i s h rrigshs saonality,drislpr i s es

languagedistinctive Irishmusc and dangeGaelic

football, Guinness and, traditionally, Roman

Catholicism. Islam has its oeomprehensiveultumal
bundle, too.It is a mistakéo reduce either of them to
thesingle dimensiomf O6bel i ef so.

Questions for discussion (Session 2)

Should we be trying to get back to the original
teachings of Jesus and discard all the later accretions,
or should we be proud of the way Christianity is not

fixed, but continues to develop?

Is it important to continuentbelieve in the creeds,|or

can we set them aside and say that Christianity i about
mor e t han O0believing S i

X

my

breakfastd (to qAlieetheoughthne Whi t

Looking Gl3g8s

What should we be saying to the Islamic vedotait
Christianity?

20
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3. Science anetligion

Required reading: Thecreation myths (Gerasiis2l
Proverbs 8 and JdHMIL

This session is devoted to the argument around
Darwinism and the opposing doctrine of Creationism.
There are two reasor® Qiving this topic such a high
priority in the series. Firstly, the argument from
design, as it is known, is one of the most popular
arguments for the existence of God. Secondly, the
critics of that argument, the Darwinians or exponents
of evolution, Ave used their refutation of it as a
springboard for attacking religion in general.

Among current DarwinianRichard Dawkins has
achieved particular prominence as a brilliant writer, in
terms accessible to the layman, on how the processes
of evolution lave actually worked; and equal notoriety
as a militant atheist.

The argument from design was formulatettibkers

of the Enlightenment ate 18 Century who were
impressed by the rapid advances in the understanding
of astronomy at s tcdicaldationst i me .
showing the perfect mathematical consistency of the
orbits of the planets, each of which, even if their orbits
are elliptical, sweep out equal areas of space in equal
times, led to people thinking of the whole created
universe as a beautdéld intricate piece of machinery.

And so the argument ran:
through the countryside and you came upon a watch

21
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lying by the side of the path, could you avoid the
conclusion that there must be a watchmaker
somewher e i n ashhat beaatifulllittte? 0 J U s
machine, with all its interconnecting cogwheels, could

not have come together by accident, no more could the

universe have come together without an intelligent

designer.

What was true of the planets was equally true of the
creatbn on a smaller scale. The more scientists learnt
about biology and other natural sciences the more
amazing was the complexity of the systems they
discovered. It seemed inconceivable that eyes and ears
and all the systems of the human body could have
cone into existence without a master plan.

Moreover the Bible told ughat God had indeed
created peopl e and al | ot her
beginningd in perio®rgmf only
of Specemme as a huge bloavthis world view. B

the ime of Darwinit had beerestablished that the

world was much older than the Biblical account would

suggest. The fossil record showed that there were
hundreds of millions of years separating the arrival of

the simplest life forms and the arrival of nmahki

But then Darwin showed that this much longer time
span allowed for a more elegant explanation of how
different life forms had come into being. He proposed
that life had started at the simplest level and had
evolved to higher life forms by a procdssvolution

and natural selection. Random changes would occur
within a species and those changes that were

22
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advantageous would be validated because the
individuals concerned would have an advantage when
it came to reproduction, while those individuals
without the changes would be eliminated. That simple
mechanism is all it takes to get from an amoeba to a
human being.

No sensible person nowaday® ubt s t hat Dal
explanation is fundamentally correct. It is still
technically a ©O6tihisthe et o f e
evidenced theory there is. There alteCseationists

in the Southern USwho hold to the Bible truth of

Creation in six days, baitis not a tenable position.

There remairaspects foevolution which ardifficult

to explain, which arseized on by the advocates of

60l ntekbigaft HBut there is n
them as obstacles to tharwinian theory the way to

look at them is as puzzles which science has not yet
solved, but will one day.

So where does that leave thekboloGenesis? At the
time it was written, about 500 BC, the creation story at
the start of Genesis was an absolutely state of the art
account of the way the world came into being and a
huge advance on anything that had gone before. It
reflected the indigs the Jews had learned from the
Babylonians during their long period of exile in that
country. The basic idea that the universe was created
out of formlessness and the stages by which the
various orders of living things came into being are
absolutely ght. The timing is obviously imaginary,
but we should still regard Genesis 1 with great respect.

23
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It's worth mentioning in passing that Genesis 2 is a
much older mytda sort of ©6Just so0bd
Jewish mothers to their young children from time
immemorial. Its inconsistency with chapter 1 is
obvious.

The important thing is that there is no conflict
between evolution and Christianity, unless you insist
on a very literal interpretation of the Bibkll the
mainstream Churches, including the Ro@atholic
Church, now accept that is perfectly possible to
believe in God as Creator and to believe that the
mechanism by which he achieved his purpose was
evolution. In other words, He set up the world right
from the Big Bang(or Big Bounce)with the
mechanisms in place that would leatstdaveloping

in a certain wayor perhaps with infinite possibilities
for theways in which it would develop

Every time we make a scientific discovery we have to
adjust our view of the world. When Copernang
Galileo realised that the Earth was not the centre of
the universe, as everyone before them had thought, it
caused a huge shock for the Church and Galileo was
lucky to escape with his life; but faced with the
evidence the Church had to get over itwdffind
intelligentlife on other planets that could in theory
raise questions about the uniqueness of the
Incarnation, but we shall cross that bridge when we
come to it.

Basically wéave toacceptnow that, so far as the
natural world is concernediesce rules. God is about

24
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something altogether different, and He is not there to
plug (temporary) gaps in our understanding by
providing pseudexplanations of natural phenomena.

Another argument for the existence of God is what is
call ed t her idbmmit hireod®.i ¢ Sci e
observed that the chances of the world being exactly as

it is, with the right temperature, gravity and chemical
composition @ support intelligent life, are
astronomically remote. That leads them to think that

there must havéeen a sort of Providence which
arranged for everything to be just so. We can go along

with that if we like, but it could never amountato

proof of the existence of God.

Some people think that, because the Bible was divinely
inspired, it cannot be w@rabout anything. But the

fact is that even the most recent bits of it were written
nearly 1900 years ago, and some of it 1000 years earlier,
and there are things that we know now thadnso

knew in those days.

No-one then knew that diseases were chysaitro

organisms, or mental disorders by hormonal
imbalances, or that genetics was a major factor in many
kinds of illness. None knew that the blood
circulated round the body, nor did they have any idea

of the true functions of the internal orgambe most

advanced medicine of the day explained disease in
terms of an I mbal ance of th
Biblewriters showed no awareness even of that theory.
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Most importantly, they did not know where babies
came from. They thought that the childas
genetically (as we would say) solely the product of the
father, who simply planted hi
the mother as though it were a seedbed. That means
that their understanding of a virgin birth was the
opposite of ours. For us, virgin birtlappens
sometimes in lower species such as frogs, lizards and
some insects, but the product of a virgin birth is always
female, because there is n@hXomosome present.

For them,the child of a virgin birth had to be 100%
divine.

Far more things were@en as miraculous in Biblical
times, and there was a much greater willingness to
accept that things were done by divine or magical
powersTher e was a t wadikteirem o fn
the ancient Near East, which provided a convenient
category into whichesus could fallWe should not
doubt that Jesus achieved extraordinary things in the
course of his ministry, calming people and giving them
back a sense of value andaaiffidence which helped
them to achieve remarkable recoveries. But we would
tend notto express it in terms of magic, as the gospel
writers often did. We would look for other ways of
understanding what was going on.

To sum up, therefore, we accept the scientific critique
of religion. We render unto Dawkins that which is
Dawk i ns 0de .not asséfe superstitious, -pre

scientific views over scientific views about the way
things are. But we reserve for God His proper
position in relation to questions which do not relate to
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the material world, in particular questions about

value

and purpos, about love, justice and forgiveness, about

which Dr Dawkins has very little to tell us.

Questions for discussion (Sessipn 3

Is it worth teaching intelligent design as an altert
theory to evolution?

What is the most important thing we know ribat
the Bible writers did not know?

We may not say nowaday
ani mals dondt 0, but [

difference between human beings and the re
creation?

native

Fra Angelico: ThéAnnunciation
Florence, c.1440
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4. The Old Testament and the authority of
scriptue

Required reading: Leviticus 18 to 20
1 Samuel 20:17, 2 Samuel 1:26
Matthew 5:4B
Romans 1:28

In this session we shall be a mite controversial by
taking the ongoing debate about the place of gays and
lesbians in the Church as a caslythrough which to
explore the broader question of the authority of
scripture and how we regard the Bible. The Anglican
Church, in particular, is racked by dissent about human
sexuality, and many other churches have still to wake
up to the dilemma itgses.

The problem is that the I Testament (OT)is
absolutely clear that homosexatas between men are

an abomination, punishable by death. Byirties we
reach theNew Testament (NT) acts between women
are included too (Romans 1:28). Although 3&is
does not say anything specifically about homosexuality
there can be no question but that as an orthodox Jew
he would have endorsed the OT view. St Paul
included it among the various sorts of vice and
immorality which were incompatible with Christian
living. And the ChurgHike society at largepuld

have agreed with that viewnanimously up to the
second half of the 2@entury.

So how can some Christians now decide that
homosexuality is all right really, and that they do not
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mind even the clerdpeing openly gay? We saw in the
previous session that every now and then new
scientific knowledge comes to hand which forces us to
revise the Biblical view of things, e.g. the earth goes
round the sun, not vice versa. But in this case it looks
as thoughhey have simply changed their minds and
decided it is not a problem. Is that acceptable?

The first thing to note is that in the Law of Moses,
where homosexuality is banned, a whole lot of other
prohibitions are also made which we nowadays
disregard withut a thought.

Moses prohibited the eating of pork and shellfish, for
instance, trimming your beard (shaving had not yet
been invented) and wearing cloth made of a mixture of
fibores. Some of these rules were kept by the Jews and
disregarded by Christa some were disregarded by
most Jews and are now only observed by the ultra
orthodox, some have been disregarded by everyone.
There is no threat to the unity of the Anglican
Communion over the wearing of polyester cotton
shirts.

We have to look at whakre the reasons for the rules
and whether those reasons still apply. It is important
to bear in mind that these rules originated at a time
when the Jewish people were still at an early stage of
development. They would have been a rather
backward, nomad people even by the standards of
neighbouring Bronze Age civilisations. These are rules
for living in a rough desert environment in a context of
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insecurity and low life expectancy, where the tribe was
always struggling to keep up its numbers.

Some ofthem would originally have been health and
safety rules, some would have been rules designed to
ensure the strength and viability of the tribe, others
were designed to separate the tribe from others and
preserve its distinct identity, and with it itsindist
religion.

The ban on homosexual activity had a number of

threads which tie in with other themes in the legal

code. First, a religious reverencedores, whiclfas

we have seen iession Bwas regarded as containing

complete miniature human emp o s , t he 60seed
future generations.Secondlyhomosexualityalong

withany form of effeminacy sucl
beard) was seen as subversive of the social order and

liable to weaken the tribe. Finally, and maybe most
important, homosexual pt@eswere associated with

thereligion of neighbouring Canaanite tribes. In later

years, at the end of the OT and in the Christian period,

the acceptance of homosexuality was (like nudity and

bathing) a crucial cultural separator between Jews and
Christans on the one hand and Greeks and Romans

on the other.

In reality the GrecRoman attitude to homsexuality
was more nuanced than the Jewmtd Christian
commentators usualftlowed, but the fact was that
Palestine had been conqudrgdilexander th&reat

in the4™ Centuryand then ruled by his successors, and
the Jews deeply resented the way Grdakeguof
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which exercising in the nude was particularly
offensivefeature, had colonised their country.

Be that as it may, on all those pointsilaesociety
now takes a different view.

But can we as Christians simply disregard the authority

of the Bible like that? The first answer is that, as we

have seen, on many issues like shellfish and shaving we
already do. Secondly, Jesus himself wasckxn a
revisionist. He repeatedly
was writtené B yMatthéw 528,y un't
27, 31, 33, 38, 43 and 7228. We have to say, from

time to time, well, that wavhat they thougHhiack

then, but it is not what we think radays.

The same is true of our view of ethics and human
rights. The early history of the Jews contains appalling
examples of savagery, trickery and bad faith, such as
the massacre at Shech@enesis 34:131) and the
slayingof King Agag by Samu€l Samuel 15:33)
which wergositivelfcommended by the Bible writers.

In the earliestperiod, the tribes were still practising
human sacrifice, and it was common practice for
firstborn male children to be killed as a sacrifice to
promote the fertility othe tribe. Later on, human
sacrifice was replaced by animal sacrifice, a lamb slain
in place of the child (as illustrated in the story of
Abraham and IsaacGenesis 2384, and the
continuing practice of child sacrifice by neighbouring
tribes was condened.
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The Bible writers themselves knew that things had
moved on since the early days of their history, though
they tried their best to-mrite the history to make it
look consistent. But there is all the time, for them and
for us, a tension between tieed to change and stay

in touch with the world around and the desire to
maintain traditional beliefs and a distinct religious
identity. St Paul urges us not to allow ourselves to
become conformed to the wofRomans 12:2put it

was also Paul who tookthe revolutionary step of
saying that the gospel was for all nations and that it
was not necessary for Christians to follow the Jewish
dietary rules or the practice of circumcigigrolicy
changes that would have dismadfedhistoricallesus
(Matthew 517-20).

The Early Church had a major debate about whether
to regard the OT as scripture, because they were
conscious of the difficulty of reconciling the ethics of
the OT with those of the NT. Some sects rejected the
OT, and Manichees went so far agléam that the

God of the OT was a different God, and was in fact
Satan.

How do you reconcile a changing view of religion with
the idea that God is eternal and unchanging? The
answer is obvious: God is unchanging, but our
understanding of Him is notThe scriptures were
written by many different hands over a period of a
thousand years or more, and different insights were
given to different generations.

32



q The Omega Course

One of the ways you can immediately identify a
cheapskate theologian is that he will use quotations
from different parts of the Bible, OT and NT, side by
side indiscriminately. They are all divinely inspired, he
will claim, and therefore they must all be perfectly
consistent and interchangeable. A serious reader, on
the other hand, will ask about eaggciotation: Who
wrote it? When? In what historical context? For what
purpose? What did they understand by it? And what
does it mean to me?

All true ethics has a rational basis: there are reasons
why we avoid doing certain things, because they are
not goodfor us as a society or for us as individuals in
the long run. But therare also some things that some

of us just instinctivelyodnot like: like the instinctive
revulsion that makes it hard to debate calmly the issues
around abortion tdonachoosa. wo ma
Additionalanimusomes from the fact that, on many
sexual issues, people repress their own inclinations and
that repression makes them more strident critics of
others.

Jesus may have been traditionalist in doctrine, but he
was very good abt detaching himself from those
sorts of hangips. And Paul, who revered the Law,
would nevertheless be the first to emphasise that the
Law is always subordinate to the Spigrate, mercy

and love.

Moreover we now know that homsexuality is

detemined either genetically or by the level of
testosterone present in the womb (the jury is still out
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on which), so it is not a moral choice which can be

right or wrong. That means that it is just one aspect

of human diversity, like age, race and gewtieh
falls wi thin t he ambi t of
discrimination legislation in Galati@ms3:06 . either n

Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor
femal ed.

We may ask if anyone can think of any reason, apart

from the scriptural prohtimn, why gays and lesbians

should not be accepted as clergy. But for the
hardlinerde hat i s | i ke asking, o0But
Lincoln, how did you enjoy th

Questiosfor discussion (Session 4

Does tradition count for somethingst beause it is
ancienteven if it has lost its original rationale?

Is it possible to accept different interpretations of
scriptureat one and the same timéhin the samg
Church?

D V)

How do you decide whether a doctrine is essential to
the faith or whether i$ optional or dispensable?
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Icon for the feast day of the Syntaxis of the
three Hierarchs (Basil the Great, John
Chrysostom and Gregory the Tldogian),
RussianC13th
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Appendix: Fundamentalism

Christian @indamentalism has been around esinc
ancient times, but thferm of it with which we are
concernedlates fronthe Reformation.

Martin Luther found mucto criticise in the Catholic
Church of his day. Many of the clergy were
uneducated and their understanding of Christian
doctrine left much to be desired. In some quarters the
Church had degenerated into little more than a
protection racket, in which the priests asked people to
hand oer their money and granteed security in the
afterlfe in return. You could buy immunitgm the
consequences ofyourdsine t he f orm of

Many priests hd a poor understanding e€ripture,
which was at that tinenly beginningo be translated
out of Latin Instead of preachirfgpm the Bibletheir
homilies were oftebasedon fanciful, miraculous
stories ofthe saints, which bore little relation to the
Gospel.

Luther and theother reformers insistedn gédting
back to the Bible and helping fepple to understand
its messagand they were assisted in that byetbent
invention of the printing press and timereasing
availabity of translationmto the verneular.

Neither Luther nor Calvin was a damentalist, but
Cal vi nds sastepfarthes and aevated thek
Bible to a position of supreme authority on all matters.
By the end of the C16thdy introduced the doctrine
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of the 06i ner clamng yhét becaluse g cr i p

wasdivinelyinspired it must therefore be faultless and
literally true in every detail.

It is easy to see why they did that. They needed
something to set against the authority of the Roman
Catholic Church. The Church claimed absolute
authority for its own teachirfth such an extent that
Galileo was lucky to escape with his life when he went
against it), and the Protestant Church wanted a source
of absolute authority to match it.

However, the Bible is not suited to that riglech of

it cannot be taken at facewaln the centuries which
followed scholars began to analyse the Bible into its
component sourceand were able to show how
different parts of it were written at different times and
for different purposes, amow ithad sometimes been
edited in ways weould not regard as legitimate.

If the Bible is read as though it were all a single
coherent unity, then there are inconsistencies and
contradictions in it. But it is not a snapshot: it is the
l ong hi st odewlopingfdatidbshigh Gvih
humankindMa n k i n d -8tanding mfdGed and of
what he requires of Utmschanged significantly over
the centuries.

The first systematic critical analysis of the Bible was
done by German scholars in the second half of the C
18". Wellhausen examined the fiirst books of the

OT, constituting the Jewish Law ®orah. The
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traditional view had been that these five books had all
been written by Moses.

Wellhausen suggestdtat there were at least four

distinct handgor more likely teams, or traditipas

work: two streams adriginallyoral tradition in the

Northern Kingdom and the Southern Kingdom
respectively, thethe hand of a scrilbjghe secalled
60Deuteronomi std), and finally
added a lot of the rgious detail and (for exalapthe

creation story of Genesis chapter 1.

The oral traditions would be varncientput probably
first written down anond 0008 600BC; thefirst bit of
Deuteronomic work may have staeound 600 BC;
and the priestly handayndate from 550450BC and
later

It is easy to see inconsistencies between the different
sourcessuch as between Genesis 1 aad@between
parallel versions of the story of Noahd of the
crossing of the Red Sekvidently the final editor of

the Toralregarded themlals sacred and did rveant

to lose a word of them

Scholars were more hesitant about applying the same
rigorous criticism to the NT because it was much more
sensitive from a Christian standpoint, and when it
began to be done in the C"lthere were gve
misgivingsabout it. But the fact is thdte way the
manuscripts were copied anecopied in the early
years opened the way for insertions to be made, and
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the authenticity of some (relatively small) parts of the
NT is questionable.

More importantly the NT represents a radical
development from the OT. The thinking has moved
on, and it moves on further even witthe space of

the NT. There are frequent inconsistencies between
the synoptic gospels and much maignificat
inconsistencyetween theysoptic gospels and the
gospel of John.

To sum up, fundamentalism is a bad ideaiver f
reasons:

1. It involves saying things that guainly not
true;

2. It risks bringing Christianity into disrepute (see
above);

3. It offers an impoverishedinderstanding ohée
Gospel;

4. It is a theological dead ermkcause it allows
for no creativity and new interpretatiand

5. It make people intolerantilliberaland sek
righteous.

What is true of Christisfiundamentalisns also true

of Moslem fundamentalism, theonsequencesf
whichmay prove even more damaging.
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5. The historical Jesus

Required reading: Matthew 1851
Mark 9:337,
Luke 9:46€18

Take a sheet of lined paper and idiesadiovenl it

vertically, dividing it into three columns. Head the columns
Matthew, Mark and Luke. Copy the story from Mark into the
middle column and then copy the other versions into their column:
lining up the verses which are parallel withwihatanother.

does that exercise tell you about the relationship between the
Gospels?

The New TestamentNT) is very different from the

OT. It is not just that it is written in a different

|l anguage, 6common Greek®d i n g
technology of writingad changed a lot by the time of

Jesus and the whole style of writing was different.

Hebrew is a difficult language to handle. It was
especially difficult in Biblical times, before they had
invented the system of O6point
Hebrew t&ts to indicate the vowels, stresses and
punctuation. Old upointed Hebrew texts consisting

of consonants only are hard work, and the scrolls they

were written on were laborious to produce (though

they were copied egimely carefully, so there tended

to befewer errors than we find in Greek texts).

Greek is, by contrast, an easy, fluent language with a

large vocabulary and a flexible grammamibkes it
possible to express much more complicated thoughts
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as St Paul showed. And by the time the NT &iag b
written people were no longer using scrolls, except for
the most formal writing. They had invented the book,
or codexconsisting of pages of paper tied together.

This made books much easier talréa flip through

and refer toand cheaper, besse paper was much
cheaper than the parchment on which scrolls were
written. Moreover, factories had been set up, called
scriptorisstaffed by educated slaves, where one slave
would read out a text and a dozen or more other slaves
would copy it out fronhis dictation. So books were
being made by the dozen, and they were cheap and
plentiful.

Compared to the words afHebrew prophetdr early

historian the texts of the NT were written on much

more shifting sand. We see this particularly with the
texts @ the gospels. There are four gospels, but for

this purpose we discount the gospel of John (for
reasons which will become clear later) and concentrate
on the first t hree. They
gose | s @, me a n i thrge pergpactivestoh ey a
thessme t hing, t hdfe ministtyandy of
death. John is a theological essay of a completely
different character and should not be confused with
them.

Thesynoptic Gospelsontain a lot of material which is
common to one another. Someries appear in all
three Gospels, some in two but not in the other,
sometimes stories are in the same order and sometimes
the order is different, and sometimes the story is the
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same but the wording is slightly changed. That made
scholars wonder which §mel was written first, and
which of the writers copied from which, because the
parallels are too close to have happened by accident:
there is often wortbr-word copying.

This is a huge and insoluble problem, known as the
OSyno@hli emd.r etMkidarkd was thep |
first gospel, because it is the shortest. They think
Matthew copied Mark, and Luke copied both of them.
But there are strong reasons for thinking that Matthew
was the original gospel and that Mark is a shortened,
skifully edited ersion of . Possiblythere was a
proto-version of Matthew, which was the first gospel,
from which Mark was composed; and then our present
version of Matthew was created by someone who was
able toreferbackto proto-Mark. It may beven more
complicatd than that: there may have been repeated
crosscopying from one gospel to another and back
again over a period of 50 or 60 years.

This course tends to refer to Matthew for preference
because it is a less polisipedduct than the other
gospels.tlis ea®r to see the cracks and joins in the
text and it feels the most authenti¢.one had to
characterise the three synoptic Gospels in brief one
could say that Matthew is the original Gospel written
for a predominantly Jewish audienktgrk is a
shortenedversion for norlews, which leaves out all
the technical Jewish material but regularly adds
circumstantial detail, probably of his own invention, to
make it a better story, with more emotional impact;
and Luke is a comfortably retired gentleman who
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comes Bng a generation or two later and whose target
audience is the Roman establishment.

But, interestingly, because Matthew came first in the
codex, his gospel was ifgeed with most, and Luke
from time to timepreserves in their original form
sayings whbh have been corrupted in Matthew.

That illustrates the difficulty of answering the question,
when were the gospels written? Probably there was an
oral tradition of stories about Jesus for some years
after his death before anyone started to write them
down systemtically. The best guess is tha
gospels, or components of the gospels, started to be
written around 60 AD, but that in the form we have
them they were not finalised till maybe 80 or 90 AD, o
even later The crucial markers are the refa®no

the fall of the Templavhich happened in 70 Aihe
growing sense of alienation from, and evéntual
bitterness, towards the Jevesid the two main
persecutions of the Christians under Nero in the mid
60s and Domitian in the 90s.

The original chulc was Jewish, as of course were
Jesus and his disciples. Christianity waisiadly a
variant of Messianic Judaism. A Jew@hristian
church remained in Jerusalem up to about 70 AD,
initially led by James the brother of Jesus, and
remnants of it survdd longer in Syria, where it
became known as the Ebionite chuiBht by 60 AD,
following theenergetic missiasf Paul (and others)

the Gentiles, the main body of the Church was non
Jewish and outside Palestine. Paul struggled to
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maintain relationsith the Jewish church during his
lifetime, but after he died, and especially after the fall
of Jerusalem, the splits bedéw the Jews and the
Christian @urch widened, and each side increasingly
called down curses and excomicated one another.
That antiSemitism is reflected in the (chronologically)
later books of the NT.

Because the Gospels avaritten, a we have seen, in

a fluid formatthere was a great deal of editing and
additions were made to the texts right up to the time
they were finalised itne first half of the Second
Century. By then the Church was no longer a loose
collection of little communities of believers but had
become an organised institution led by the Bishops
primarily of Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria and Rome.
The copiers othe Gospels, under the control of the
Church, took the opportunity to build in verses and
phrases that would be supportive of their authority.

They would not have felt that they were doing
anything wrong by that. The Gospels were not
designed to preservehe teachings of Jesus
meticulously in a scholarly way. They were designed to
serve the purposes of the Church. Itis not an accident
that the Gospeld with the possible exception of the
passion narrativesfall neatly into little sections that
makegod O6readingsd for wuse
they were written for.

When we are reading the Gospels, therefore, it is

important to be critical and alert to the bits that later
editors have slipped in. Watch out particularly for:
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1 Churchy bits, such @asYou are Peter,
thisrock. . 6 Exampl es -8% e Mat
11:27, 16:18, 18:20 and 19:280;

1 Long, boring explanations of parablgkich
are not] e sstyls: @.g. Matthew 13:10, 13:18
23 and 13:383;

1 References to the destruction of themple
(which didndot happen til]l

1 References tthe persecution of believers, like
Matthew 5:112. That did not happen in a
significant way wuntil t h
the references are to the persecution in the
eary @ 0 6 s und erDomitee; Emper o

1 Passages which show Jesus talking tdaves)

such as Matthew 8153 . He prdobably
much of that not e Matt hew 10
nowhere amon he Genti |l esé. T

temptation for the early Church to make it look
as though Jesus got well with the Roman
and other foreignersvhen theoppositewas
more probalyl the case;

1 Passages which show hostility to Judaism, as
opposed to criticism of the current Jewish
religious authorities (more marketluke and
Acts than in Matthew).

45



q The Omega Course

The Gspel of John

That takes us to St Johnds g«
titl e, 0The Gospel according
It is not a gospel like the others, but a theological essay
reflecting on the deeper significance of Jesus. Itis one

of the mostbrilliant works in the whole of theology,

and is rightly accorded the utmost respect, but it must

not be mistaken for a historical life of Jesus.

This view has beelisputed by some scholars in recent
years, but they have not won the day. There aeg thos
like the lateBishop John Robinsowho would like to
argue that John is theosauthentiof the gospeldut

tha is wishful thinking on their part.

The speeches which are put itite mouth of Jesus

bear only a distam¢lation to anything he igdly to

have said. In John he speaks as someone conscious of
his own divinity (ol and the
would have been anathema to the real JeRass
spoke with authority on behalf of God, like the Old
Testament prophets letting God spdajough him,

but that is not the same thirifthe historical Jesus

had said such things he would not have lived long
enough to be crucified: he would have been stoned to
death on the spot.

Significantly, the Church was in two minds about

whether to inclde Johnn the NT, which shows that it
realised that it was out of tune with the other gospels
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The popular view is that
J e sfaveudite disciple, and is therefore particularly
authentic. You can be almastrtain that it as not.

The beloved digple would have been extremely old by
the timeit was written, and as an Ararsgeaking ex
fisherman he would never have had the ability to write
in polished Greek like this.

The authorims for authenticityy strewing thgaspel

with littletouches suggestive of local knowledge, and it
may be that he had a Palestinian backgroundhhout

the disciple he was nddne of the contributorsould

have been the same @dolho wrote the letters of
John.

John thesonof Zebedee myhave writterthe book of
Revelation, however. There is testimony that he
moved to Ephesus later in his life (after the fall of
Jerusalem), which would put him in the right part of
the world for writing the letters to the seven chuyches
and the rough (@ek of Revelation is exactly the sort
of thing one might expect of the Galildahn.

The Gospel of John, by contrastlater andis an
altogether more sophisticatedd polisheciece of
writing probably the work of a theological school
founded in Epesus and named in honour of the
beloved disciple, whom some of whom may have
heard him teaching.

a7
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Questios for discussion (Session 5

Were the gospel writers justified in adding in mg
of their own, based on their Christian faith, or sh
they have stuck to the facts for which they
evidence?

Should it concerms as Chri sti a
ideasvere different from ours today?

If (almost) everyone agréleat John is roa historica
gospel, why dgou think church leaderpersist in
quoting it as though it was?

iterial
ould
had

ns

The Bogorod icon
Mt Athos, C13th
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6. The historical Jesus andrhisd set

Required reading: Matthew 101% The
commissioning oisttiples
Matthew 2436 The end of the
age

By the time the NT was written the world was a very
different place. M of the OT, apart from a fdate
bookslike Ruth,Danie] Ecclesiastes and the Joseph
novella at the end of Genesiad been written by the
end of thes" Century BC. Rere washerefore a gap

of several hundregears between the main boflyhe

OT and the NT. There were a numbersofcalled

Oi Ateest ament al 6 wr i mosnog s |
them did not make itto the Biblical canon: some can

be found in what are now called the Apocrypha.

By the time of Jesus Palestine had become phe of t
Roman Empire: a rather troublesome part, because the
Jews were always in a state of turmoil antaiadti
insurrection. The Romans did not enjoy owning
Palestine, and it never became as peaceful and
prosperous as other neighbouring provinces. To keep
a lid on things they allowed the Herods to rule as
puppet kings, and they placed a tough military
commander called a Procurator there to keep order
and collect the taxes. He came under the general
oversight of the Governor of Syria and could call on
the Roman legions up there to come and support him
if the need arose.
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Despite the instability of Palestine, civilisation there
had advanced in line with the rest of the Empire.
Jerusalemhad become ammportant financial and
commercial centre. In facneof the main functions

of the Temple i) e sdayswas to act as a bank for
wealthy merchants trading between Iraq, Arabia, Egypt
and the Mediterranean. It was not just-lews!
money changing: the gold reserves of the Temple
provided the liquidity for ahriving international
commerce. The High Priest was in effect the
Governor of the Central Bank.

If the city was wealthy and cosmopolitaith a
population estimated at around 80,000 (multiplied
many times over at the time of the great Jewish
festivalp the part of the country where Jesus came
from could not have been a greater contrast. Jesus
came from a northern backwater of Palestine, a rural
area of subsistence farming and fishing in the Sea of
Galilee. His father Joseph is described in the gsspel

a Ocar pe¢ism@e ligely that hd wasadli.

The ter m 0c amp@rmamaicfoytlie warla s u s e
that mbbis did, because they were so neat and precise
in the way they handled the scriptures. df sfatherd

had really been a carperteis hard to see how he
would have learnt to read the scriptures at an early age,
as he evidently didvery few people would have had
access to the scrolls in the synagogue and even fewer
would have been able to readdhsolete language of
classicalebrew.

The stories of)l e shirtk it Matthew and Luke are
later additions to the texiThey are inconsistent and
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both present difficulties.There is no evidence that
there was evd anywhere ithe Roman Empiré a
census of thekind that would haveequirel the
journey described by Luke. Any tax gatherer will tell
you that that would not have been an effective basis on
which to conduct eegistration for tax purposes. The
journeywas inented by Luke or by one of his sources
solely so that th®©T prophecythat the Messh
should be born in Bethlehem as a descendent of King
Davidcould be said to have been fulfilled.

Luke described a Nazareth family that had to travel to
Bethlehem for the census, whereas Matthew depicted
them as a Bethlehem fagnithat had to move to
Nazareth (via Egypt) some while after Jesus was born.
The gospelvriters werénventive and would nbave

seen anything wrong in what they were daimgj the
Church has always ignored the inconsistencyd@de

t hat a taduty isea thestruthh would have
seemed very strango them. Their solduty was to
promote the faith.

Jesusprobablygrew up as a young tra&nRabbid
professions gendsalpassed from father to son in
those day$® but at a certain point he seems d@veh
decided to commit himself to a more austere and
dedicated form of Judaism gndt possiblyto have
joined the sect of the Essenes. We cannot be sure that
he became an Essene, but it fits with what we do
know.

The Essenes, about whom we know a gladnot
just from the historian Josephus lbetause thayere
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the authorsof the Dead Sea Scrolls, occupied a
monastery in the desert near the Dead Sea. They were
celibate and led a disciplined life of prayer, study and
fasting. They were passionatedtionalistic for the
Jewish nation, hated the way Jerusalem had become
internationalised and reserved their greatest hatred for
the mercenary Priests of the Temple. In line with their
own writings and those of other iAtiestamentals they
expected thenminent End of the Age, which would

be precipitated by a final conflict between good and
evil at Armageddon.

Membership of the Essenes would explain why Jesus
apparently never married, as an orthodox Jew was
normally expected to do, and it would expltasn
apocalyptic worldiew as well as a number of other
details of his teaching. It wowl$oexplain why he
apparently deliberately insulated himself from any
foreign thinking. He shows no signesier having
used the Greek languagidich would be urswal and
could only represent a deliberate choice for an
educated man in that periaspecially in his part of
the countryHe must have been making a political and
religious pointlf he was not an Essene, he certainly
shared theimind setto a marked egreed though he
parted from thenn his interpretationfdhe law of the
Sabbath andJewish purity laws, andih his
understanding of the Ol ast
final physical battle between good and evil at
Armageddon

At the age of 30, whiclvas the Jewish age of full
majority, Jesus left whatever he had been doing
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(monastery or not) and took up a peripatetic ministry

as a wandering rabbi, starting back in his home region

of Galilee where they were not, initially, all that
pleased to see hinNevertheless,enhbuilt up a large

following as people gathered to hear his preaching and

to seek healing at his hands. He was viewed as a

0 mi rwaoa |kdethey were not uncommon in the

eastern Mediterranean in that period, and were often
referredtdboy t he title &6dson of Go
was another such preacher, and probably a rival to
Jesus rather than an admire
of John the Baptist survived for some years in
Palestine, and the friendly things that are said about

him in the gospels probably reflect a bid to woo them

into a merger with the Christian Church.

At some point Jesus came to have a different
perception of his own role and status, and his disciples
to some extent began to share that different
perception. Hdegan to see himself as a prophet in
the OT tradition, and not just as any prophet but as
probably the last prophet, on whom fell the burden of
warningpeople that the end of the agas at hand.
There is no evidence that he ever saw himself as
divine, ad indeed the idea would have been repugnant
to him: it would have been an affront to the First
Commandment. He could never, ever, possibly, have
said the things attributed to him in the Gospel of John
whereby he acknowledgesauws divinity.

Jesusrefered t o hoinmsoefl fmaansd ,6 Swhi c

nicely ambiguous phrase, forcing his listeners to think
for themselves what he meant
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i n Aramaic simply to mean 06o0n
me 0 ; but it al so hade echoes
supernatural Son of Man in Damdl314. He clearly

saw himself having a special, uniqgue mission and the

sense that great things were about to happen spilled

over into the general public when, after a few years of
preaching, he turned his face towdetasalem, there

to be acclaimed by the public then tried and crucified

by the Roman authorities as a rabdkser and a

threat to national security. The religious authorities

were complicit in his execution because they had no

love for his brand of faicism, as they saw it, but the

decision to execute him rested with the Roman power.

Jesus taught, as we noted in the first session,
exclusively in parables: parables about the kingdom of

God, about how people needed to observe the Law

strictly (but intdligently and not legalistically or
hypocritically), about how people neededite up

their pretensionsbout how they needed to be humble

and abouthe imperative of forgiving or@mother if

they themselveweae to be forgiven Much of the

teaching isorthodox Judaism for his day, echoing

familiar passages from the prdph&he distinctive

things arethe subversiveness of his teaching, the
(thoroughly prophetic) impatience with the smug and
selfsatisfiedt he preaching of &6good n
(Luke 7:22)the insistence on social justicésedagah

and the paradoxical nature of the Kingdom of God, in

whichot he | ast s hhaWwhoisgreatesti r st ¢
among you shall be your serva
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The reed torepent, toforgive to dispese with
worldly goodsand to be prepared for death and the
judgement areaptured in the prayer that we know as
the Lordds Prayer. Unfortu
translation, probably because it waginally badly
translated into Latin artien in ks incorrect form,
became gopular prayer in the Latspeaking early
church. Once thatefectiveLatin version warmly
establishedubsequent translators, like St Jerome who
wrote the Vulgate and our own English translators,
found it impossibleot g back to the original tegt
though the most recent prayer book are gradually and
tentatively finding their way back.

The familiar version of thé or dds isPar ay er
comfortable, workmanlike prayer for everyday use. It
has served a hundred generations Cabfistians
extremely well. But it is not what Jesus mé&aet.

originali s a rather scary, O6end ¢
the prayer of a small religim@munity when they
are expectingp dieimminently It 'S not 0

breadd thaotrewmedt opmaryr d wds b
it is sometimes slightly more accurately trandbatied,

0t he bread of the afterl if
comed. It i's not 0f orgi ve
ot hersd but owrite off our
writtenoffhe debts others owed t

€

0
us not into temptation but c
not bring us to the time of trial, and deliver us from

the Evil One (the Devil)o.

Last Days, or for people who lived g\day as though
it were their last.

55



q The Omega Course

Questio for discussion (Session 6

How well vould you havait it off with the historical
Jesus, assuming you spoke Aramaic?

Should we portrape historicalesus as a Jew or as
Christian, or as both?

Shauld we continue to use the traditional form of tk
Lorddéds Prayer, or @&ohlrextu
translation?

ne
I

The prophetElijah
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7. IsChristianity really Paulianity?
Required reading: Romans 5, 6, 7 and 8

After the Gospels and the book of Acts, which liyrea

a supplement to Lukeds gosp:
NT consists of letters by, or attributed to, Paul. The
NT is structured to parallel (arfdr nonJewish
believers taeplace) the OT, which was traditionally
divided into three parts, the Lake Prophets and the
Writings. Te gospels and Adtsereforeroughly take

the place of the five books of the Law, Paul and the
other lettetwriters take the place of the Prophets, and
we are left with Revelation (whisha bit like part of
the second hatff Daniel) to parall¢he Writings.

After Jesus died the Church formed up as a little
society in Jerusalem under the leadership of James the
brother of Jesus. Although it was an exclusively Jewish
society it was not popular with the Jewish authorities,
who were officially still waiting for the Messiah, while
the Church maintained that the Messiah had already
come in the shape of JesugThe position was
confused because there was more than one concept of
the Messiah, t thhee cudeAtnTbe nt e d
term originally referretb someone who would be a
reallife king of Israel, but later took on a more
supernatural and apocalyptic character).

Paul was a fairly prominent Jew, but not one of the
Jerusalem set. He came from the coastal town of
Tarsusand wadasicallya Greek speaker. He would
have been able to speak Aramaic as a second language,

57



q The Omega Course

but he would have read theigtures in Greek rather
thanHebrew (though éntells us hstudied under the
greatrabbi Gamaliel, so he wable b read Helew
too). He initially supported the Jewisteligious
authorities against the Christiaarsg was all his life
intensely proud of being a Jebyt they always
regarded him as an outsider.

At a certain point, triggered by the dramatic vision
recounted iActs9:3 he switched sides and joined the
Christians; but the Christians in Jerusalem did not
really want hineither Galatians 2:10 describes the
deal he did with them, whereby they licensed him to
take the Christian message to the-Jewish world
povi ded he kept out of their
t he ,p.e eentdhem domas. So he became the

(or an) Apostle to the Gentiles. He began an
astonishing career of travelling, preaching and church
founding in the Eastern Mediterranean and the
Aegeanleading up to a period in Rgrnere he is
said to have died around 64.AD

Paul was a strangeersonality. He was not good

looking, and he tells us he was not a great public

speaker. He was a totally driven person, both before

and after his conversio He was obsessed with his

mission, on the success of which he felt his own

salvation depended (slightly contranythe face of it,

to the doctrine he expodre d t o ot hedr,s) : 0 Wc
he says, o6if | déo not procl ai

Though he sufferedhronic ailments, heeveledin
hardships, rejection and imprisonment (1 Corinthians
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4:813, 2 Corinthians 412, 6:310, 11:229). And he

was a mystic, who had visions and was drawn to the
idea that there was a body of secret knowledge that
was the keyto salvation (1 Corinthians Z.6 2
Corinthians 12:8). He emphasized that there was no
distinction in Christ between Jews and Gentiles, free
people and slaves or men and women

Unclubbableas he may have been, P
churches he had sju founded and other churches

which were struggling to establish themselves were
immensely popular and were copied and circulated in
great numbers around the Eastern Mediterranean.
They became the core of Christian teaching in the

Early Church, more soah the Gospels, whichriged

on the scene a litdater and took longer to settle into

a stable form.

It is important to remember the chronological
sequence. Although Jesus had died maybe ten years
before Paul started riesti ting,
documents we have: they influenced the Gospel
writers, not the other way rour(though, as an
exception to that rule, there is an interesting rerse
Philippians 2:15, whiahif it is authentic seems to

carry three 1 ittloepellethboes f
other odd thing is that Paul had never met Jesus and
apparently knew very little about his actual teaching.

He very seldom refers to Je
twice in all those letters. His focus is on the
signi fi canca®aldedtrand ressirtestion s a c r |
His @esudis not, essentiallye historical Jesus, but an
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interpretabn he had constructed in his own mind of
what he thought the Messiah, the Christ, really meant.

So influential were the letters that they attracted

imtat or s . The | ater l etters k
were not by Paul but by a later writer (or writers)

borrowing his name and his style to write general

circulars to the Church. There was thought to be

nothing wrong with name borrowing: it was done all

the timein the ancient worldEven among the major

letters people have questioned the authenticity of

same, e.g. Ephesians, parts of which seubd late

and6 ¢ h u r c h ytliough parts afe aaryl typical of

his style. Likewise with Colossiamdiich shares

common featureswith Ephesiansand contains

authentic detail butis nativays n Pau).6s Ovoi ce.

As with the gospels, there are probably some additions

and interpol at OrehastowondePaul 6 s
about 1 Corinthian$1:2332, for exaple, and even
Philippians 2:61, which is evidently anothbit of

early Christian liturgynay be a later additiorThe

doctri ne mptfykemsjedods not seem
strictly consistent with Paul
the other hand it is supgied by 2 Corinthians 8:9

The notorious ban on women preaching in 1
Corinthians 14:33b contradicts what he as just said in

Ch.11 and is clearly an interpolation.

The important thing is th& consistent or not the
doctrines which Paul propoundeddme the bedrock

of Christianity. Jesus, as we have seen, was an
orthodox (or very slightly unorthodox) Jew. He was
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not about setting up a new religion but abapaing

for the end of the age and bringing about root and
branch reform of Jewish religgqoracticef there was
time before the end came.

The Jerusalem Church had started to think of Jesus as

the promised Messiah, but Paul went further and
started to think of Jesus as the Saviour in a new sense.

It is @ moot point (it depends how you rdedGreek

text of Romans 9:&nd one or two other disputed
passaggsvhether Paul ever identified Jesus with God

0 that would have been almost prohibitively difficult

for someone brought up as a Jebut he certainly

thought of him as the Son of God (semeone very
closely related to God) and
was how God was addressed, 4
Messiah.

Paul 8 s t bomplikategickpveriasd, as we have
said, not always consistdnit these are some of the
main themes:

1. Savation is not just for the Jews: the whole
Church, Jewish and Gentile, now constitutes
the Chosen People and inherits the promises
made to Israel.

2. We must be decent and moral people.
However, it is no longer necessary for
Christians to observe the LaiWMmses as such
(especially in diet, circumcision and so forth).
The Law can be a trap as much as a helper. It
can give you the illusion of righteousness. The
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3.

important thing is to look through the letter of

the Law and ©o6wal k ofi n t he S

Christ.

We cannot make our selves r

justifiedd) by our own
by our belief in Jesus Christ as our Lord and
Saviour, because that belief opens to us the
benefits of his sacrificial death on the Cross.

ThroughJ esusd sacri fithee we
New Creation free from sin and death,
replacing the old, fallen Creation of Adam and
Eve. By belief in ith we can become part of

the body of Christshare with Him in His
resurrection and live with Him eternally.

Thesebecame major tenets of Christiaglid, and
Paul contributednore in terms of doctringo the
development of Christigythan Jesus himself diglt

ef f

h a

t hat does not m dt kweas  stillt o0Paul
characterized by the essential Jesus themes ofyhumilit
sacrifice, paradox and subversion of the established
order in favour of the new order of social justice
described as FRadl as alsolutetyd o md
writing in the spirit of Jesus, even if the historical Jesus
might not have recognised some of it.

Paulnmbs important contribution was the
development of a new technical language of Christian
theology involving words like sin, redemption,
justification, propitiation, the body, the flesh, the spirit,
grace and lové often straightforward Greek words
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which Paul gave a new significance. Many of the
words he used were lifted from the Greek translation
of the Old Testament, and what Paul did was to import
their OT meanings into the contemporary Greek

languag®hile giving them a spin of his own

Especidy important are th&harisgroup of words:
kharisi t sel f | whi ch i @and isr ans | a
cognate wittkharame ani n gharismaoy &he Ofr e
gi ft & obfl5;aRdkimaazestha new word for

6to forgivebo, not dtermofsact i c
generosity. These words ab
Christianity.

The playfulans we r to the questiol
real | y Pthatltis aeithert y & dohnianity.

John had the last word on much of the doctBueé.
Paulprpared the way for John.
of Chri st, t hough not qgui te
the Fourth ®spel, had advartta bng way from the
description of the historical Jesus in the synoptic
gospels. But it would be wrongto ignore the

contiruity of underlyg spirit between th&ynoptics,

St Paul and St Johmhe NT hangs together as a

bridge between the historical Jesus and the Second
Person of the Trinity.

The truth is that Christianitgoes not belong to
anyone As we shall see in sessilQ every believer
contributes to the tradition. Christianity is something
we are all creating, all the time. It is a project everyone
can join in.
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Questions for discussi (Session)7

Do you think Paul thoughtesus was divine®/hat
sort of Mesah did he think he was?

Do you thinkPaul 6s per sonal psychol
adversely affead his theology?Do you have to be
sane to be a Christian, or does it help to be crazy!

NJ

Is God just an absent, idealised fathEiiv much
does ouown psycholay affecbur religion?

The icon of Mary irEgypt
Russian, C18th
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8. Christian doctrine and heresy
Required reading: 1 Timothy 41D 6:36, 2021

We tend not to think much about doctrine nowadays:
most of the denominations would struggle to explain
why they differ from one anothexcept in matters of
liturgy and Church discipline. But at one tiroe
many centuries agimctrine was a matter of life and
death.

In this session we shall look at a few sty

important doctrines, parths examples of the way in

which people whin the Churcltan disagree with one

another, but also because the old heresies keep on
cropping upin one disguise or another even totay.

am indebted t oEaly&€hurdgrth€hadwi
quotes.

In its early years the Church was constantly having t

define itself by choosing which line of belief would be
regarded as the true doctrine and which would be
accounted a heresy. The choice was never easy. It was
seldom the case that the 06h
group that ended up being declaredetics) were

obviously the bad guys and the true believers the good
guys. Heretics were often every bit asf@aihg as

the orthodox, and often more so.

Quite often when the Church rejected a heresy it was
rejecting a more extreme or more ascasoweof the

Faith in favour of moderation and public acceptability.
The same was true when the monasteriesealdibe
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Rule of St Benedict: the Rolght seem pretty severe

to us, with an awful lot of services and very little sleep,
but it was a relattan compared to the extremes to
which the early monastic communities were trying to
push themselves.

We shall start with two heresies which sometimes went
together: the Cathars in medieval Frdncexample,

who came to a sticky end at the hands wdader
Simon de Montfort, were both Gnostics and
Manichees:

1. Gnosticism

There are 57 varieties of this heresy, but basically it

holds that there is a secret knowledge only available

to the wise, which means that only they can reach

heaven. Others, evdrnthey have faith, can only

achieve lower status. The material world is evil, so

Christ could not really have been incarnated, he

just seemed to be. Thecredb k nowl edged expl
how the soul can progress gradually back up

through the spheres of heavém rejoin the

fullness of God.

Orthodox vi€eltnis is all nonsense. God created the
world and saw that it was good. Christ was
incarnate. Salvation is open to all who believe.

2. The Manichean heresy

God has not yet overcome evil, so the battle
betweergood and evil (the light and the darkness)
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continues. The Elect, as in Gnosticism, try to free
the particles of light within them from their earthly
bodies through ascetic practices and strict dietary
rules. Manichees rejected the OT and were strict
veeetarians. They held that the world was
essentially evil and was created by Satan, whom
they identified with the God of the OT.

Orthodox vie@od (who is the God both of the
Old and New Testaments) has finally overcome
Satan through the crucifixion amée await the end

of the age.

3. The Valentinians

The Valentinians were Gnostics who were closest
to being Christiangnd reflected the influence of
Christianity They did not reject the OT out of
hand, but thought there were good bits and less
good bitgn it. They held that Jesus had passed on
to the disciples, and they had handed on selectively,
secret knowledge of how to attain salvation. Like
other Gnostics they held that the Son was wholly
divine(i.e. did not share our human natare) did

not really suffer and die on the créss was just

an illusion to deceive those without the insight.

Orthodox viewhe Son was fully human, suffered
and died on the cross.

Next we turn to a group of heresies which surfaced in
the Fourth and Fifth Centaes, which were all to do
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with the nature of Christ and his precise relationship to
God the Father.

4. The Arian heresy

O Ar isays €hadwickwas a trusted an
presbyter at Alexandria, with an immense following both
among the young womernmgdhandockers, for whom

he wrote theologiealhs@an $0i he safinot have

been all bad. Unfortunatdhg did not believe that

the Son born as a human baby cbeldhe equal

of God the FatherHe must be just slightly

inferior. This view was rejedt by Council of

Nicene but persisted for centuriesSyria and

among the Germanibes.

Orthodox vielihe Son is of one substar(ce. in
our terms, identicaljvith the Father (Nicene
Creed).

5. Apollinarianism
and Nestorianism

The Son is a divinmind in a human body. He

does not have a separate human will, but shares the

will of the Father. Heisot j ust ©O6o0of one s
but alsod o f one natured with the
can properly be called 0Mot
caused huge offence witherts (Nestorians) who

held that the Son was of one substance but a
separate Onaturebo0, and that
call ed 0t he bearer of God?d
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ultimately rejected (but she is still called the bearer
of God, Theotokas,the Eastern Churkh

Orthodox vieMust listen to this, from the Council
of Chalcedon, which sorted out the opposing
views:

0The Son i s (a) perfect
consubstantial with the Father in his Godhead and
with us in his manhood; (b) made known in two
natues without confusion, change, division or
separation; (c) the difference between the natures is in
sense abolished by the union; and (d) the properties
each nature are preserved intact, and both come toget
to form one person and on

So now you know.

Finally, a few other doctrinal divergences which may
be of interest:

6. The Pelagian heresy

Pelagius, whavas 5" Century British, did not

belief in Original Sin in
have sinned?®. He thought
innocent, and we all sinned by voluntary imitation

of Adamds sin. He thought

Augustine, was preaching a doctrine of

hel pl essness and 6cheap gl
more responsibility for the welfare of our own

souls than that.
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Orthodox viewwugustine worlWe are utterly sinful
and entirely dependent on divine grace for our
salvation.

7. Transubstantiation

This is not a heresy, but an honest mistake. Itis a
misunderstanding by the Roman Catholic Church

of one of its own doctrinesThe Church teaches

that in the Mass the bread is changed in its
O6substanced to fl esh. But
t hat the | anguage of O0subst
philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas, in which it

meant the real significance of somethatber

than its physical composition. Transubstantiation

in Aquinasodos ter ms i's clos
Protestant interpretation of what happens in the

Eucharistt. where the bread stands
the Body of Christ.

8. Calvinism

Because God ismniscient, the number of the
Elect has been poetermined and others will not
be saved however hard they try. There are five
great theses of Calvinism, giving the acronym
60TULI P& :

Total depravityte are all utterly wicked and
canot rescue oursel ves:

Unconditional elecame of us are chosen to
be saved for no particular reason;
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Limited atonemehte sus ds sacri fice
did not serve to redeem everyone;

Irresistible grd€€>0d decides to save us there
is nothing we can do about it;

Perseverance of the $hwds: who are chosen
will not fall away (and by implication if you do
fall away you obviously were not chosen).

John Wesley was strongly attracted by the
preaching of some Calvinists, to such an extent
that mainstream Methaedi narrowly escaped
becoming Calvinist, but in the end he only
accepted the first proposition and rejected the
others.

The interesting issue here is the debate around
predestination. If God is omniscient and
omnipotent what room is there for free wiidd

if there is no free will, what grounds are there for
sending some to heaven and others to hell? Paul
seems to have believed in predestination (Romans
8:2930), and Augustine hovered between the
doctrines before opting for predestination too. The
majoity answer of the Church is that
foreknowledge does not amount to predestination
because it is not causative (but it is a fine
distinction).
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Orthodox vieSalvation is open to all who believe.
There is free wilhind no predestination (though
perfect foeknowledge by God).

Questions for discussion (Sessipn 8

What are we to make of all these doctrines? Do you
find anyof them convincing?

Would it have madauchdifference if the Church had
opted for one line rather than tteer? Would ave
stil be going to church just the same?

Why do we only disagree about practical things
nowadays, like the right to lifehoiman sexuality, an
never argue about doctram@ymor@ What does that
say about the Church, and about us?

[oX
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Appendix: The probleof evil

Readings:  Job 38:1, 42:%6
Matthew 5:45, 7:11
Romans 5:3

The problem of evil is one of the biggest obstacles to
Christian faith. The problem is this: if God is
omnipotent and benevolent, why does he allow euvil
and suffering in the widf In particular, why do bad
things happen to good people?

The general assumption is that God has to be
omnipotent, otherwise he would not be God. And we,
as Christias) firmly believe that God is benevolent.
As we have seen, to suggest that God ts no
omnipotent is the Manichean heresy: God creates
good, Satan creates evil, and the two have to fight it
out.

Some of the answers that have been given by the
Churchdt echni cal ly k+saewn as 06t h

1. We deserve to suffer, because we are all sinf
(Adambés theodicy);

2. We receive so much good
should we complai about our suff
theodicy);

a
er
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3. Suffering is good for us. It gives us the
opportunity to show ceage and makes us better
peoplf Paul 6s theodicy).

4. We may decredit for suffering nown the next
life, just as time spent on remand is counted
towards the | engt hi(hef a pri
martyraos 7 theodi

5. It is not for us to judge. God may have a deeper
purpose. We do not see the wider picture or the
longer term i mplications of t|

The trouble with these theodicies is that some things
happen that are so random and so awful and cannot
conceivably serve any useful purpose that we cannot
believe that an omnipotent Deity could not Hexed

a way of doing everything he needs to while avoiding
them.

A possible answer is along these lines. It is a variant of
Jobds theodicy. God <created
could. He is omnipotent, but there may be limits to

the options for the way theorld can be configured

how the basic rules of physics can be set. As He said

to Job in effect, ol f you ca
|l etds see you do it!o

Once God had decided thatevolution by natural
selection wsa going to be the mechanism for
devdoping life on Earth, that Haconsequences for
the way things we going to be. There are certain
rulesd what we understand as the laws of physics and
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chemistry for the way organisms are going to interact
with the natural environmemand with each o#n,

which  God could only prevent by rlatrary
interventions. And &lis not arbitrary. As Albert
Einsteinremarked God doedi oed. pl ay

The Vladimir Theotokos, seized from Kiev in 1169
and presented to Vladimir of Russia. Byzantine, early C12th
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9. Needwords be a barrier?

Required reading: Exodus 19
2 Kings 22138
Nehemiah &1
Jeremiah 3131

Scripture is a curious concept. When it started off,
under Moses, writing was so scarce that it had an
almost magical quality. It had authority just because it

was written down. When Mosehiseled the
commandments on to the tablets of stone tene

not going to be amended lightly. Even the vellum
scrolls on which the text of the OT was later written
required careful, laborious productiol’he most
sacred books of the OT, t he
attributed to Moses personally for extratggn

When he scrolls of the Law were rediscoverstier

King Josiah (2 Kings 22t8) their reading had a huge
impact, and again when Ezra read them out after the
return from exile (Nehemiah &) Later generations
could not maintain thatesse of reerence just on
accounbf the difficulty of writingnd reading As we

have seen, by NT times books had become plentiful
and cheap. So they protected the scriptures by
6canoni singd them, i n ot her
of approved texts, both fang OT and the NT. The

NT canon was finalised and adopted by the Church in
about 150 AD.

That gives us the problem that all our scriptures date
from a period of about 100 years around the turn o
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the 1* Century AD or from a fewhundred years
centeringon the7" and6™ Centurie8C, and there has
been no possibility of adding to them in later centuries.
That is slightly odd, and it has consequences both for
our religion and for the language in which it is
expressed.

There have been attempts to weteipture since:

there isthe deeply uninspiring Book of Mormon,

which justshows how difficult it is to write scripture

wel | . And there have been
Confessicmsn d B uhkiylaghrdismwhich Haveo g r e s
almost reached scripturakgsa The Quakers have an
interesting practice of maintaining a register of books

that they regard as qusiipture.

But for the most part people who midtgve wanted

to write scripture and had the same sort of inspiration
as the scripture writeod old have written sermons,
commentaries and particularly hymns as an alternative.
In the Jewish tradition there is a huge volume of
learned commentaries which are close in status to
scripture. Hymns and psalms were writigr the
wholeperiodof the OT ad NT and have been up to
this day

The trouble with having only ancient sargs is that

they can seemaccessible to modern people. Parables

of vineyards and sheepfolds may convey a vision of
Mediterranean holidays for some, but they are quite
hard for most people to relate to. And reausing

the translations, dhe Messalpes(admirable though

it is), doesndot really help:
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completely new imagery. There is a lot of history and
gearaphy to be learnt before the tddts are really
going to make senge the man or woman in the
street

Then there is the languagfeChristianityitself, which

is also fossilised at around
0sacrament 0, Oredemptiond ant
good, honestrimecome from a world which modern

people no longer inhabit. They are ancient concepts
stemming from a pigcientific culture and preserved

for us, as though in amber, in the scriptures.

Do we have an option? Would it be possible to say the
things we wartio say in the context of the Christian
faith without using special religious language? It turns
out that for many of these concepts you can find ways
of translating them into ordinary language if you try
hard enough, though as with all translation yayslw
lose something in the process.

60Sind S r e c-religious speoblé eas t o n c
wickedness of an existential kind which involves the
deval uing of onesel f or ot he
understood as finding or giving someone a Iastlng

assurance okor t h . 6Heavend is a r
how relationships ought to be in order to maximise
t hat worth. The idea of O0sac
expression of the intrinsic value of the natural world.
The word 6desecratiomd i S US:¢

We shall keep the interpretation of incarnation,
crucifixion and resurrection for the final session of the
series.

78



q The Omega Course

Part of the problem is that we do not talk much about

ethics in a secular context nowadays, so we are out of
practice with the seculaersionsof these words
Neverthelessve probably could find a way of saying

most of the things we want to say in church without

using our special language, but we choose not to. We
choose instead to use this difficult private language,
which talks aboli bei ng redeemedd and
in the bl ood of the Lambd.

For some people it is because they genuinely inhabit a
world in which theology has stood still for two
thousand years. But there is another reason. It is an
example of the way in whipkople use languages or
dialects to distinguish themselves from other people.
Exclusivity is a perverse part of our religious tradition.

People who still view the world through the language

of the early Church are bound to find it difficult to

translag from religious to secular language, and that

leads to their view of the world becoming isolated
from everyone el seds. They
religious language which is not convertible into what

ot her people would regard as

If someone is immersed in the scriptures, like St
Augustine, they can experience the whole of life in
religious terms. But most believers nowadays realise
that they need to be able to speak both languages.
They need to be able dascuss all their experienees
religious and nereligious- at the same time, not to
divide their world up into incompatible segments.
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If we can describe things in either language, why do we
choose the religious language over the sededaily

it is thatthere aresome things #t cannot be said so
effectively in secular language. Words cannot just be
rendered on®r-one: they have connotations,
associations and overtones, and poetry always says
more than its prose translation. Then, as we have said,
people are competitive their use of language, and
they will choose to use whichever language is most
effective in impressing and influencing otharsl as

we have seen,s i n g a mraos Emguaget hélpsc o
to bond peopléogether in the Church.

Scripture offerdhe uses of religiouslanguage way
both to make sense of their own experiences and to
influence othex It survives and maintains its hold
over us by offering us a bargain: the price of the
understanding it gives us and the influence we can
exert when we communieaisingts language is that
we perpetuate to some degree the origwoald-view

of itswriters.

Whether Godanguage can continue to prove itself an

effective medium for discussing the problems that

most deeply concern people remains to be Bken.

cortinued use of scriptural language in the modern

world isa bitlike knocking a tennis ball against a wall

as you keep walking slowly backwards. At a certain
point you have either to stopg
language,rcelseyou face losing touch mitscripture

That does not mean ceasing to find scripture of value,

but it does mean consigning it to a historical context

and saying, oThat itshehmat the
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o r hasd are the metaphors they would have used
ther), rather than regardingais literally definitive for
all time.

Just as the identity of an individual consists of nothing
other than a succession of memories, so the identity of
God is built up out of a series of successive
interpretationsf scriptureby believers. Each of g

links back to all the previous interpretations which are
part of thescripturakradition. But the interpiaions

are constantly in competitiasith one another, so our
concet of God is alwaye provisional one.

Theology is not, therefore, somethtimgt is there to

be studied in a static way as though it were a body of
knowledge. It is something we continually have to
work on and create.

Churches somietes seem to try to make bekef
difficult as possibland to present that as a virtue, a
sort of challenge of faith. But there is a difference
between believing things in the future (where the belief
itself may influence the outcome) and things in the
past. Where the past is concerned it makes no sense to
reward people for believing the less gt version

of events. You either believe something has happened

or you dondt, and neither
to the other. Either is superior to pretending to
beli eve something you dondot.

Disagreements about facts were important in the past
because the facts were not
were valupaded facts, indicative of a particular
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relationship between God and humankind. But if that
relationship, or the values which we now understand
by it, is taken as read, the facts becocomdary and
there is no need to press their literal trithe world

is not really made of facts, after all, it is made of
interpretations of the facts.

Rudolf Bultmann, whowas one of the most
authoritativetheologiaa of the 2@ Century, usd to
argue tht we ought to dmythologise Christianity.
Perhaps, on the contrary, we ought to be confident
enough to mythologise it properly?

We probably need to learn to appreciate better the
complex nature of what we call Christianity, stop
defining it in terms ats beliefs, and at the same time
avoid the trap of reducing it to a bare skeleton of
ethical values. We need to appreciate the richness of
the entire Christian experience: its historical tradition,
its imagery, its ethics, its spirituality and itdiartis
expression; so that even if some bits of factual belief
fall off the wagon we do not lose the whole thing.

The Last Supper
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Questios for discussion (Sessign 9

Should we try to teach people our private language
first, or shouldve first transta our beliefsas best we
can, into ordinary secular language?

Is there anything you would want to ahgut your
faith that really cannot be expressed in ordinary
language?

If you had the chance to contribute a new book to the
Bible, what would it béaut?

The Holy Savvtj of Tver
16" Century
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